Langerhans cells: mediators of immunity and tolerance.
Langerhans cells provide the epidermis with a surveillance network that samples the external environment influencing the decision between immunity and tolerance. Langerhans cells are immature dendritic cells acquiring antigens from foreign invaders as well as damaged native tissue for display to the immune response. The current paradigm suggests that the state of maturity of Langerhans cells, defined by the display of molecules that provoke immune responses (histocompatibility, co-stimulators, adhesion and homing receptors), determines whether emigration of the Langerhans cell to lymph nodes signals immunity or tolerance. Other factors such as type of immunogen ingested, environmental danger signals and the level of cell death may also play a role in tipping the balance towards immunity or immunosuppression. As modulators of the immune response, Langerhans cells play a role in cutaneous autoimmunity in lupus and in cancers that have an affinity for the epidermis such as cutaneous T cell lymphoma.